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New Path

How former inmates find their way back into the workforce.

[Abstract]

Anthony Bustos started to work for Pit Stop, San Francisco’s public toilet program, last year,
about six months after his release from a California state prison. The 43-year-old had spent 22
years behind bars for murder. When he went in, he said he was “a very antisocial person.” When
he was 19, he was heavily involved in street gangs, selling and doing drugs, drinking alcohol,
and committing crimes. But in prison he began to attend Alcoholics Anonymous meetings,
which helped him recover from his drinking problem. Now he wanted to be “prosocial,” to get a
job, to give back to the community. He says getting the job gave him the opportunity to do that.
On the street in the Mission District where he works, he meets people who have struggles similar
to the ones he had, alcoholics and drug addicts. He says he knows how to talk to them and calm
them down. He understands what they’re going through.

Every year in California, about 35,000 people are released from state prisons. Many of them are
taking jobs wherever they can get them, struggling to start over. Getting a job after many years
behind bars is not easy. Many former inmates lack skills and work experience. Some prisons
have robust job training programs, but only a handful of prisons make a real investment in that
area. Moreover, criminal history historically has been a barrier to employment. There have been
some legislative changes to help inmates, but many employers aren’t aware of them.

Having a job is closely related to whether a former inmate will commit another crime and be
returned to prison. Yet half of former inmates have no income a year after their release,
according to the Brookings Institution. Nearly half (46.1%) of former inmates are convicted of a
felony or misdemeanor offense within three years of their release from state prisons, according to
the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR). However, CDCR doesn’t
track the employment of former prisoners. Only a few small-scale studies show their struggles.

Several programs offer transitional jobs to help former inmates rebuild their lives. One such
program is the Pit Stop program, where Bustos found opportunity. The program began in 2014



after a community budget hearing. San Francisco Public Works partnered with two nonprofit
organizations to staff the city’s public toilets as part of a workforce development program. The
Pit Stop aimed not only to solve the community problem but also to create a pipeline for people
trying to re-enter the workforce. Most Pit Stop attendants are former inmates.The program now
operates at 25 locations with an annual budget of $3.1 million, and about 150 employees.

This multimedia journalism project consists of a text story, video, photos, and data visualization.
The news package shows how former inmates start over, and the challenges they face. I reported,
wrote text, visualized data, and shot some of the video footage.
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San Francisco residents and tourists may not know that the men and
women helping them at public toilets along city streets could have
been behind bars just weeks or months before. How one program
helps former inmates find their way back into the workforce.

Text by Saemmool Lee
Videos by Yingshan Deng




Likelihood of being imprisoned in the U.S., depending on when a person was born (%)
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Anthony Bustos started to work for Pit Stop last year, about six months
after his release from a California state prison. When the 43-year-old
gained freedom after 22 years of incarceration, he wanted to open up and
talk to people. He says getting the job gave him the opportunity to do that.

Bustos is among the 95% of state prisoners who won’t have to spend their
lives behind bars, according to the Bureau of Justice. However, the
California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) doesn’t
track the employment of former prisoners. Only a few small-scale studies
show their struggles: In a survey of 101 residents of West Contra Costa
County who had been released within the previous 3-18 months in 2011,
78% of respondents were unemployed. Nearly all the respondents with a
job were working part-time in construction, auto repair or other forms of
manual labor.

Convicts are released either into state supervised parole, as was Bustos, or
county-level supervision (also knowns as post-release community
supervision), according to CDCR. The most serious and violent offenders
are released to state parole, and the non-serious, non-violent, and non-sex
offenders are released to county-level supervision. Parolees are assigned a
parole agent and obligated to follow their agent’s instructions. Former
inmates who are under ecounty-level supervision are supervised by a local
law enforcement agency. Parolees account for half (49.3%) of those
released from state prisons in 2017, the most recent year available,
according to CDCR. Their average length of stay in prison (4.7 years) is
almost four times greater than that for those under county-level
supervision (1.3 years). After their release, parolees are required to attend
a “Parole and Community Team (PACT)” meeting to learn about

community resources, including employment opportunities.

The location of Pit Stop toilets in San Francisco.

The “Pit Stop,” 25 public toilets run by San Francisco Public Works, largely hires
attendiants to keap the toilets clean and safe, as well as buld relationships with the community Souree: San
Francisco Public Works

The Pit Stop program began in 2014 as a six-month pilot project at three
locations in the Tenderloin after a community budget hearing. Students
from the De Marillac Academy said that they were tired of having to
navigate around human waste on their way to and from school in the
Tenderloin. Nuru convened a meeting with his staff, and they came up
with the idea for Pit Stop. It aimed not only to solve the community
problem but also to create a pipeline for people trying to re-enter the
workforce.
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Employees ofuC Decaux, the outdoor advertising
‘company thaginé_{_}alled public restrooms in San’
Francisco, shut them down every night, stop by stop.
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